BMJ VOLUME 327 12 JULY 2003 bmj.com News New guidance on diagnosing and managing patients in the vegetative state were issued this week by the Royal College of Physicians, updating and clarifying guidelines issued in 1996 and correcting apparent inconsistencies in the earlier advice.
The college revised the guidance after the official solicitor, Laurence Oates, passed on a request from Dame Elizabeth Butler-Sloss, president of the High Court's family division, for clarification. Dame Elizabeth presides over cases where court approval is sought for the withdrawal of artificial nutrition and hydration.
Mr Oates told the BMJ there were a few passages in the Royal College of Physicians' 1996 guidelines that were "difficult to square" with guidelines from an international working party published the same year by the Royal Hospital for Neuro-disability in London. Some expert witnesses had told Dame Elizabeth that they preferred to use the international working party's guidelines. One area of difficulty was whether patients who could track objects with their eyes could be said to be in a permanent vegetative state. The new guidelines describe tracking as a "compatible but atypical" feature.
The guidance emphasises that permanent loss of awareness is the important element in deciding to withdraw treatment-the courts have accepted that artificial feeding counts as treatment and may therefore lawfully be withdrawn. Awareness is defined as the ability to have an experience of any kind; patients in permanent vegetative state are awake but not aware.
Professor David Bates, who chaired the working party, said: "The change in the last decade is to recognise that the single cardinal feature is loss of awareness. The new guidelines have been drawn up to incorporate recent evidence and correct perceived inconsistencies in the original document. They have been widely circulated and represent a consensus of current opinion and advice."
The Britain's most prominent assisted reproduction specialist, Professor Ian Craft, has accused the BBC investigative news programme Panorama of using unethical journalism in an attempt to smear him as an irresponsible doctor.
Professor Craft says that Panorama's producers sent an undercover journalist posing as a patient to his Harley Street clinic, the London Fertility Centre, in contravention of BBC guidelines. The visit was not included in the final edit of "The Baby Business," which was shown on BBC1 last Sunday.
The programme accused Professor Craft of exploiting loopholes in the regulations governing assisted reproduction, of failing to obtain fully informed consent from egg donors, and of using techniques that increased risks to egg donors and encouraged multiple pregnancies and premature birth.
Professor Craft was interviewed on the programme. He defended his "egg giving" scheme, saying it was not tantamount to trading in eggs, which is illegal in Britain. Under his scheme, patients receive a large discount on the costs of their assisted reproduction treatment if they first donate one month's harvest of stimulated egg production to the scheme, then undergo a second treatment to harvest eggs for themselves.
He denied claims that egg donors had been inadequately warned of the risk of ovarian hyperstimulation, saying the risk was explained repeatedly. Speaking to the BMJ, Professor Craft said that patients who had complained to the media had never complained to his clinic, although it offered a complaints service.
He said: "I find it ironic that the BBC should accuse me of acting unethically when they use journalistic techniques which breach their own guidelines. My lawyer looked it up, and according to their rules, they can only use undercover reporters when someone is suspected of criminal or highly antisocial activity. How do I fit into that category?" Professor Craft said his solicitor has sent a letter to Panorama, but he plans no further action.
Paul Rasmussen, a Panorama producer, said: "We're confident that we conducted the investigation in a proper manner, and we stand by our programme." Panorama presented its findings on-screen to the chairwoman of the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority, Suzi Leather, who seemed to promise to investigate them.
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